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WOMEN: THEIR CHANGING STATUS 
AND INCOME TAX LAW
The author calls for a change in the laics to reflect changing life styles—particularly 
of our female citizens.
Patricia C. Elliott, CPA
Arlington, Texas
A common reaction to an earlier article 
about taxation and married career women1 
was “It’s about time! What about all those 
years of heavy taxation on single women?” 
Such comments are indicative of feminine re­
actions to the total problem of the tax laws 
and their effect on all women. The laws that 
specifically apply in a unique way to women 
are limited to those laws regarding tax rates 
and deductions from adjusted gross income. 
Those deductions toward adjusted gross in­
come appear to apply equitably to all tax­
payers. For this reason, an examination of 
certain provisions will be made to determine 
if career women (both single and married) 
pay a proportionately higher tax bill than other 
taxpayers.
It must be noted that any inequities dis­
cussed are not deliberately designed to apply 
to women only. Many of the rules and regula­
tions shift the burden of taxation to certain 
men as well. For presentation purposes, these 
differences in tax bills can be divided into 
two groups—differences due to the tax rate 
tables and differences due to the allowed de­
ductions.
Relative Tax Burden Due
To Tax Rale Tables
For comparative purposes, four classes of 
taxpayers have been assumed, all earning the 
same income. From the table on page 7, it can 
be seen that the highest tax bill in 1969 be­
longed to the married individual whose spouse 
also worked. This was not actually due to the 
tax rate table but rather to the standard de­
duction being limited to $500. The next high­
est bill was the single individual, followed by 
the head of household and the married individ­
ual whose spouse did not work. The discrep­
ancy between the highest and lowest tax was 
$1,643.
In 1970 the order is exactly the same. It is 
still more profitable, taxwise, to be a married 
individual whose spouse does not work outside 
the home. The most noticeable fact, however, 
is that the difference between the highest and 
lowest is now $1,672. While this is a small in­
crease in the discrepancy, it does show that 
things are getting worse, not better, in terms of 
equal taxation for all.
How does this affect female individuals? 
Roughly the same way it affects male indi­
viduals. The first and last classes (married 
individuals) by definition include as many 
men as women. The second class of individu­
als (single persons) statistically includes more 
women than men (only because women are so 
healthy and tenaciously hang onto life longer) 
but is a source of added tax burdens to men 
too.
The third group (heads of households) 
tends to include mostly females. This is due 
mainly to the divorced individuals included 
in the group. Courts still tend to agree with 
the proposition that children should live with 
their mothers, while fathers visit occasionally 
and send a check often. The head of household 
rates can be a boon to women, since the only 
requirement is that she maintain a home for 
her child or children even though the father 
may support the children 100% and claim 
them as dependents on his income tax return. 
Father fares somewhat worse, since he does not 
get the favorable head of household rates and 
the dependency exemptions certainly do not 
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reduce his taxes as much as a deduction for 
the child support payments would. (Alimony 
is an entirely different matter, of course. From 
a man’s tax point of view, it is better to sup­
port an ex-wife than his children!) From the 
woman’s point of view, the “good thing going” 
is almost gone. In 1969 the head of household 
rates saved her $714, but in 1973 the saving 
is reduced to $327 (as compared to a single 
individual).
In the same situation, there arc many female 
heads of households who receive absolutely no 
child support from ex-husbands. The added 
burden of hiring babysitters and housekeepers 
(not to mention her lower wages) is certainly 
not offset by the tax savings of the head of 
household rates. The same is true for widows 
and widowers, of course, but the divorced 
woman with dependent children is far more 
common.
Relative Tax Burden Due to Deductions
Not all allowable deductions from adjusted 
gross income will be discussed here for obvious 
reasons. For example, a generous person gets 
a larger contributions deduction than a stingy 
person regardless of sex, marital status, living 
arrangements, or number of children. There­
fore, only those deductions which seem to be 
arbitrarily allowed as a result of one’s sex or 
choice of a personal life style will be discussed.
The most obvious deduction is the one 
for dependents—usually meaning children. 
Granted, the dependency deduction is no­
where near the actual cost of raising a child; 
but should it be? Is it really the government’s 
duty to subsidize large (or, for that matter, 
small) families? Isn’t the decision to procreate 
a personal choice, the consequences of which 
should be borne (no pun intended) by the 
parents? Why should a person who chooses 
to remain childless and/or single pay more 
taxes than one who chooses to reproduce? 
Is this situation based on the same philosophy 
as paying a man more for the same work 
because he has a family to support and his 
woman colleague is paid less because she 
“doesn’t need the money as much?” No person 
with a human conscience would want to see 
a child starve or have less opportunity because 
he was the tenth instead of first child. But 
does the dependency deduction actually im­
prove a child’s lot? It is doubtful. (Remember 
that one must have income before deductions 
help him.) Why clutter up the tax laws with 
ineffective and unfair provisions for children 
and reward parents after the fact?
Another obvious tax benefit arises from home 
ownership. Most of a homeowner’s payments 
are deductible in the form of interest and 
property taxes, while an individual who rents 
gets no deduction even if his rent is equal 
to the homeowner’s payments. In most areas 
of the country, home ownership is predomi­
nantly limited to married individuals with 
families. This group is already favored in the 
rate tables and dependency deductions pro­
visions. Single persons and low income families, 
usually do not own homes and, consequently, 
pay a higher proportionate tax bill. One single 
woman who is building a home remarked that 
the deciding factor in her decision was the 
tax benefit of home ownership. Should one’s 
choice of living arrangements result in favor­
able or unfavorable tax treatment? One who is 
single and renting would no doubt think not. 
Aside from the fact these provisions tend to 
discriminate against single individuals, what 
about low income families? Have these provi­
sions contributed to suburbia and its attendant 
ills, the ghetto and decaying center cities? The 
use of low-income housing and co-operative 
apartment ownership has not appeared to 
appreciably offset the benefits allowed to the 
traditional suburban split-level ranch home 
owner.
In the same area as home ownership is the 
favorable treatment given debtors. Again, the 
laws favor families who live on credit. It is 
easier for a family (especially one headed 
by a man) to obtain credit than a single per­
son (male or female, but especially female!). 
If this is hard to believe, a visit to a candid, 
friendly credit manager will confirm the state­
ment. Single women who have applied for 
credit probably need no additional confirma­
tion.
Another deduction which relates mainly to 
women is the provision for child care expenses. 
Before December 10, 1971, the deduction 
was so small and the income restriction so 
limited that only lower income families could 
take advantage of the deduction. Furthermore, 
any family with such a small combined income 
usually did not have enough other itemized 
deductions to make it worthwhile to itemize. 
(Especially in view of the increased standard 
deduction and low-income allowance in the 
1969 Tax Reform Act.) The allowed deduction 
was $600 annually for one child or $900 for 
more than one child. In addition, if the com­
bined income of the husband and wife ex­
ceeded $6,000, each dollar of excess income 
wiped out one dollar of child care expense 
deduction. Thus, a family with two children 
got no deduction at all if their total income 
was $6,900 or more. In view of today’s salaries 
and prices, these limitations were ridiculous 
and did not help most working women.
Happily, the 1971 tax act liberalized these 










































































ning after 1971, the working wife can deduct 
up to $400 per month for child care expenses. 
(The maximum amount for one child is $200 
per month and for two children it is $300 
per month.) She is still required to file a joint 
return with her husband (if any) and if their 
combined incomes exceed $18,000, each dollar 
of excess income wipes out only fifty cents of 
child care expense. Thus, if a family has three 
children and a family income of $18,500, 
they may deduct up to $4,550 for child care 
expenses. ($4,800 minus one-half of the $500 
excess).2
It appears that Congress is finally taking 
into consideration some of the working wom­
an’s problems.
Finally, the educational expense deduction 
is pertinent to professional women, both single 
and married. In general, the educational ex­
penses are deductible if (1) they maintain or 
improve skills required in one’s job or (2) 
they meet tests imposed as a condition to the 
retention of one’s salary, status, or job. In 
addition, these expenses must not be incurred 
in order to meet the minimum educational 
requirements for qualification in one’s present 
job nor can they be incurred in order to 
qualify one for a new trade or business.
In several instances these provisions do not 
allow a deduction to women who may be try­
ing to enter the labor force. One noticeable 
case is the woman who wants to prepare for 
a career after her children are older. Even 
if she is just brushing up existing skills in 
preparation for job hunting, it is doubtful she 
would be allowed a deduction. Certainly, if 
she is acquiring new skills for the purpose 
of obtaining a job, it is not deductible. An- 
other notable example is the woman who 
married before she completed her basic edu­
cation and is later divorced or widowed. 
Usually she has dependent children. Her 
choices are limited to a few alternatives: do 
nothing and accept child support and/or ali­
mony for an indefinite period; take a low- 
paying, dull job requiring no skills; or set 
out to train herself for a career. The first 
alternative is not too attractive because it is 
uncertain and, to some women, degrading. 
The second alternative is equally unattractive, 
and the third alternative can be impossible 
for some women because of the expense in­
volved. The existing law for educational ex­
pense deductions offers absolutely no relief 
for this woman.
It appears that the revision of this law 
would actually result in an increase in tax 
revenues in the long run. If all educational 
expenses were deductible, more people might 
improve existing skills or acquire new ones. 
The increased income resulting from better 
skills would be subject to taxation and would 
presumably exceed the deductions for educa­
tional expenses.
Woman’s Place in Tax Laws
What can be interpreted from the above 
analysis? If one takes a female viewpoint, 
several points seem to arise.
First of all, the existing laws do not dis­
criminate on the basis of sex but rather on the 
basis of life styles. The greatest benefits are 
reaped by the traditional family, where the 
male works and the female stays home and 
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rears children. A partially compensating tax 
rate reduction does slightly help the single 
woman. For female heads of households, some 
relief is offered as far as rates go. The worst 
possible position tax-wise is that of the married 
working woman. The message seems quite 
clear: if a woman chooses a traditional role, 
the rewards are greatest; if she chooses to 
work outside the home, she must sacrifice her 
right to marriage and children to retain any 
tax benefits.
Next, an even clearer message appeared in 
the child care expense provisions. If a woman 
had to work (and with a combined family 
income of only $6,000 having been the cut-off 
point, the assumption of absolute necessity was 
realistic), a condescending, token benefit was 
offered. For 1972 and future years the provi­
sions have been liberalized sufficiently to allow 
a tax benefit to a woman who simply prefers 
being a career woman rather than a stereotype 
housewife.
Another stifling provision which is particu­
larly discriminatory toward women is the edu­
cational expense deduction. The choice of 
interrupting her career to bear children di­
rectly relates to the deductibility of these 
expenses. Then, after returning to (or enter­
ing for the first time) the labor force, she is 
doubly penalized by the excessive rates appli­
cable to married women. The male, on the 
other hand, has probably stayed in the labor 
force and his expenses are to “maintain and 
improve” his skills and are, therefore, deduct­
ible.
The home ownership benefits are seldom 
applicable to single women and do not accrue 
to the married working woman (the same 
benefit is available to a housewife and is not, 
therefore, a special benefit to a career woman). 
A head of household derives these benefits, 
but the tax rates give her less take-home pay 
than a male colleague whose wife does not 
work. (The same is true for single men and 
women.)
Finally, the exemption for children obviously 
benefits both parents but it is still women 
who have children and raise them. A choice 
to limit her family causes the family take-home 
pay to be less than that of a large family.
Conclusion
A woman who does not embrace the tra­
ditional role of wife and mother is in a poor 
income tax position. Any benefits offered are 
so slight as to be an insult. As noted before, 
the laws do not discriminate on the basis of 
sex, but rather on the basis of life styles. It 
is not a madcap feminist view to say that this 
results in sex discrimination because the life 
style of men is not changing. It is the role and 
status of women that is in a state of flux. Men 
are still providers, which is traditional. Their 
career, economic, and social status are not 
changing, so their actions are not invoking the 
wrath of the tax laws. (An exception is the 
single man, who is subjected to the same 
discrimination as a single woman, based on 
his actions.) It is totally the result of women’s 
actions and choices.
Most of the existing laws were enacted at 
a time when the traditional sex roles were 
prevalent and almost everybody felt these 
rules were fair. Today, however, the situation 
is quite different. When 35% of the labor force 
is female3 and when sprawling suburbs and 
expanding population are less than desirable, 
these outdated laws are penalizing many 
people and perpetuating a bad system.
3 Women’s Bureau of the Labor Department, 
Handbook on Women Workers, 1968.
It is clearly time for legislators to take 
cognizance of the fact that the world is chang­
ing and priorities are being reordered. Now is 
the time to update the tax laws to equitably 
distribute the painful burden of taxation among 
all persons, regardless of their sex and personal 
decisions about life styles.
1 Patricia C. Elliott, “The Career Woman and 
the Tax Reform Act of 1969”, The Woman CPA, 
January, 1971, p. 9-11.
2 The new provisions also allow deductions for 
a disabled spouse. See Explanation of Revenue 
Act of 1971, Commerce Clearing House, Inc., 
December 14, 1971, p. 151.
Overheard in a university classroom:
Place: Analysis of Financial Statements (Course 402)
Professor: “What is a common-size statement?” 
Student: “8½ X 11.”
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